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ABSTRACT

Growing up black in America is a difficult process.
Kacism and discrimination are as much a part of America's heritaye ds
democracy and equality. For more than three centuries, American
society and its institutions have segregated and excluded minority
groups, especially blacks, on *+the basis of racial features. iIn 1447,
Clark and Clark tested the =ffect of racial identification ou
self-ccncept hy interviewing 253 black nursery and primary scaool
children ir the segregated south and the int=grated north. As part oL
the study, ch_.ldren weore ask2d to choose =ither a white ovr a plack
ioll. Mos+ of +he children, even as early as 3 years old, preferced
the white doll. Numerous subsequent studies conducted with mo:u=
refinomen+s and greater controls fcund the same pcsitive atiltuae
toward light skinned dolls. Howaver, thes2 studies tzll us very
1it+le abou* now black children feel about themselves in various
situaticns. Only when the research begins vo examine the +otal
-nvironment of black childr=n can we begin to unders*tand how taney
adap* *+o livirng in a racis* society. (Author/WI)
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Growings up slack in America is a difficult
process., Black children encounter many probliems that
other children do not. They are constantly exposed to an
environment which can be and often 1s hostile, cruel, and
dersrading.  How do zlack children learn to cope with this
onvironment? This is a2 juestion which has plagued social
scientists for the past two decades. Some would argsue that
8lick children never do learn to cope which results 1in a
nerative view of tnemselves, low self-esteem, lack of
motivation, and acaderic failure, Iost often, Black families
and comcunities zre seen as the transmitters of tne attitudes
whicn foster and supnort nesative feelings toward selt, we
would ar-ue that tne majority of Hlack children do not nave
necitive s=lf-concepts Lecause thelr families and communities
provide trem witlh an or.vi rgnment which supports and accepts

ineir "blacknass", e would furtner suziest that one can

ct

not postulate that there is a direct relationship between

chil iren's 141 attitudes and tneir self-concept. It does

3
O

1

not seem feazitle to %*aeorize that becouse 2lack children

[

tend to prefer 1irnt-siinned ficues and sometliies misidentify

ot

AT Y Oy
nemnse

—

ves that tney view tnenselves negatively or have poor

n

elf-concerts., .iowever, tnis .s the most accepted view,

I~ +his paver, wo 1ntend tot 1. loaxx at tne historical

(9



foundations of racism in the United Statecs 2. review
significant research on acial preference and racial
preference and racial identity in preschool children; and

3. aralyze the research in 2 socivpolitical centext.

Sociopolitical History of Racism in the United States

Ricism and discrimination are as much a part of
America's hertiace as democracy and ejuality. At the very
foundation of America's nhistory 1s an inhumnane attitude that
existed toward people who were dif:rerent. This attitude
was firast reflected in the treatment of the American Indians
and later in the treatment of Afro-Americans, £tarly settlers
came to America, %took the land that belonged to the Indians

and called then savanes because tney fought to keep their

land.
Tn 1619, Hlacsks came to aAmerica as indentured
servants witn tne intention of buying their freedom and

rakins theivr place as first class citizens. Some of tnhese
first 2 _acks were avl: 1o puy treir freedom and ironically
some of tnem were able to own slives. liowever by 1600
slive laws were instituted which would perpetuate slavery
“rom one ~eneration to anotner. Conse;uently, slaves were
no lcrrer considered human beings; instead, taey were
prooperty whicn could he Lou at and sola at their owners
commind, oDuring this period, there were gome free Llucks

since tney pavoicaily resenpled slaves, tne;y aad Lo carry
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a pass which stated that they werc free men, A white man
could claim without any evidence that a free black man
was a- alave and automatically the mian was returned to
bonda~e. A larse majority of free Blacks lived in dailly
fear of losing what freedom they had. Une slip or ignorance
of the law could send them back into the ranks of slavery,
There were many restrictions placed on free DslacKs,
Listorians have disagreed on the basis of slavery:
Wac it based on economic need or racism? Winthrop Jorddon
(1953) contended tnat there would have been no enslavement
without economic need but no one can overlook the importance
of racizl differences as an indespensable key to the
decradation of Zlacks 1n america. He further argued that
if racial characteristics  had meant nothiné to the English
settlers, it is difficult to see how slavery based on race
ever emersed, how tne comrlexion as a mark of slavery ever
entered the colonists' minds. Finkney (1969) noted that
recardless of whetner the participatory factor was econoinic
or racist, the attitudes which ultimately developed toward
Blacks, and the benavioral component of attitudes, led to a
system of oondave without parallel in human history. These
attitudes were fostered and maintained in America for more
than three hundred years., Tney were interwined in every
aspect of American culture.

Relirsions institutions sanctioned slavery and the
and the inferiority of Blacxs. In order to become free, a



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

I

slave had to become a Chris* wn, 3Slaves were forced to a£tend
churches that were serregated. They were forced to listen

to ministers who preached that slavery was ordained by God

and that in order to Do to neaven one must be a good slave

on earth., The symbolism in Judeo-Christian religion further
supported the negative connotations that were attached to

the term black. This was portrayed throush the struggle of
good and evil with rood represented by white and evil repre
sented by black,

The writings and early literature depicted Blacks as
being inferior to Indians as well as to wnite Americans,
Slacks were described by early autaors as lazy, backward, and
ignorant. Scientific writings also described the Black man
as inferior. Thne tnzory ol social Dawinism was used to
express tne notion that tnose who seemed superior were there
because they were most it and wiiite Americans were superior.
Ac late as tne 1900 's the writings of avr*nur Jensen and
William sShockley supported the idea that Blacks were geneticall
inferior. ‘iowever, laws wére the most instrumental force in
promoting and maintaining institutionalized racism in thls
society. Frouw tne beginning, laws were created to enforce
slavery and tre inferiority of slacks. Following tne Civil
Nar and t—e abolition of slavery, Black codes and-Jim Crow
1aws were fornhed wnich further perpetuated the segregfation

and inferiority of Blucks in the soutn and preserved the

imeression of white suprerancy. Tn 1895 in the case of
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Plessy v. Ferguson, the United stutes courts upheld the
lerality of the sesrersation of Blacks. The decision permitted
racially segresated facilities as long as they were egual.

For more than three centuries American soclety and
its institutions--churcnes, schools, and other public
orcanizations have segregated and excluded minority grouvps,
especially Blacks on the basis of racial features. In spite
6€ tne racism ind diserimination  that was prevalent in
every asvect of American life, there were some Americans who
were concerned about its eftfect on the personality develop-
ment of incdividuals, crimarily children. Xenneth Clark, a
promirent psychologlst vrepared a report titled "Effect of
Prejudice and Discriminatlon on Fersonality Uevelopment”
for tre iidcentury white !iouse Conference on Children and
Youtn. The report emvhasized the damagins effects of racial
orejudice and serresation on cnildren. Four years later,
May 1954 the United States Supreme Court citing the work of
clark ruled that racial serregation in public education
deprived children of minority groups of eaual educational
oprortunity and therefore violated the "ejual protection”
clauses of the Fourteenth Admendment. The United States
Supreme Court stated 3

We come tren to the juestion presented: Does
segrecation of children 1n public schools solely on the
basis of race, even thougn the physical facilities and
other 'tangsible' factors may De ejual, deprive the children

of minority eroucs of ejual educational opportunities? #4e
believe that it does. ‘1o seperate them from those of



similar are and jualifications solely because, of thelr race
zenerates a foeling of inferiority as to their status in

the comaunity that may effect thelr hearts and minds in a

way unlikely ever to be undone, #e conclude in the field

of public education, the doctrine of seperate but ejual

nas no place. Seperate educational facilities are inherently
uneauil.” "

3ecause of olark's research and tne supreme Court's decision,
segregation of S5lacks was no lonrer legal in the United States,
50cial science research had freatly influcnced the decision
of the courts theretore social scientists became more con-
cerned about the develocment of racial attitudes and vref-
erences in children. The foczl point of tnis research was
the develovment of rucinl attitudes in black children's

self-concept ind socialization in this soclety.

30cial Science Research on Young Cnildren's Racial Attitudes

macial attitudes avpear to be learned by encounters
with the environcent. Thils is a continous process through-
out cnildhood. <clark (1995) argued that cnildren cannot
learn waat recial grouv tney belong to without being involved
in a larrer pattern of emotions, conflicts, and desires which
are a part of thelr srowing knowled:se of what soclety tninks
about their f;ce. By the aze of two or two and a nalf,
cnhildren becrin to show evidence of consciousness of their
awn or other :10131 craricteristics. Goodman ( 19%4) and
tiardins, Froshansky, Kutiner, and Chein (1969) vroposed three
overlavcin: st.pes in majority znd minority group's children.

The StaFe 0 AWATONESS which develnos by zge taree 1s
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cnaricterized by a beginnin, and sharpening of consciousness
of self agd others in terms of rocial iadentitye. The second
stage, ases four throusn eigsnt, is the orientation or tne
development of an incipent attitude. 1t is learning; and
syntnesizings of ruce reluted words, concepts, and values.

Tre third stice is the develionment of a true attitude of the
establiznment of full-tledged racial attitudes, Allport
{1954) emphasized the importance of the home environment in
the develorment of racial attitudes. ite suggessted that
children adopt prejudice wnich means that they take over the
attitudes and stereotynes of their family and cultural
environrent or they develop prejudice., In this case, thelr
trainin, does not transler raicial attitudes directly to them,
wut rather creates an atmosphere in which children develov
prejudice as a style of life., Farents may or may not eXpress
their own orejudices. whal is crucial in tnis situation is
that the varent's modes of handling their cnildren's discipline
4 loving is such that children cannot help to acjuire fears,
suspicions, and hatreds that sooner or later may be fixed

on a minorlty Zrouv.

Numerous researcners nave examined the development
of racial attitudes in young cnildren and the effects of
racial identification on self-concept. In 1947, Clark and
nlark asked 253 3lack nursery and primary children ih

the segresated south and the integrated north to respond

to a number of gquestions by choosing one of two dolls. Une
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of tne dolls was fiir skinned or white and tne other doll
was dark skinned or Z}ack, The juestions that the Clarks
asked weve:r Jhich i1s the good doll? Which doll w»>uld you
like to play with? #hich is the write doll? which 1is the
colored doll? snich doll looks like you? Hesults from this
study indicated that 77 per cent of the cnildren were able
to distiniuish botween white and slack dolls by age thren

and that fisure rose consistently year by year until it

reached 100 rer cent at a-e seven, At age three 36 per
cent of the children were able to choose the doll that looked
like them, B8y the age of seven, 86 per cent of the children
wore able to make correct identifications btut failed to
identify themselves correctly. HNost of the children even
a3 early =g tnree preferred the white doll to play with and
rejected tae 3lick doll,

In examining the research of Clark and Clarkx
we must consider the nistorical period of the research as well
as the me*nodolory used. iiistorically, it was an era following
dorald War I'; an era wnen many >Slacks had experienced more
freedom abroad than at home; and an era when blucks were
adamant about changing thelr situation in America. In addition,
orsanizations and institutions such as the NAACP, National
Urban Learue, CuRE, and 3lack collese were attemnting to
devise vlans which would chznse the role of Blacks in America.
The Clarks, two Black vsycholorfists, were also concerned about

segrecation and the effects of segregation on Blacks, primarily

El{lC v
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cnildren. It was anp.rent that se resntlon was harmful but
it wiz necessiry to vrovide data to support thic knowledge.
The Clarks' research served a purpose--it made Americans
more awaire of tne evils of serregsation by presenting themn
with en irical evidence and 1t laid the rfoundation for tne
court decision which ruled that sersrepation of educational
Fieilitios was unconstitutional, Unfortunately, it also
orovided sociil scientists with an inadequate research tool
Cov exaiminin c the reluitionship petween racial attitudes and
o) f conceot in Black cnildren.

Greenwald and Oppenheim ( 19038) used a method
aimilar to Cl:rk to determine the magnitude of self-mis-
identification among slack childrens They interviewed four
and tive y-~ar olds in inte: .ted ind nonintesrated nufsery
senonlsa in dew York. The dita showed that only tnirteen
per cent o: the 3lack children in tne study misidentified
themselves as comnarad to tnirty-six per cent in the Clarks'
study. The results of thls study sugeeasted that black
children's misidentification in previous stuiies might have
resulted from havin~ to cnovse pdetween a slaclt doll and a
wnite doll, In this study, the cnildren were ziven three
cnoices- a wnite doll, a mulatto doll, and a Black doll wnhicn
provided lish skinned zlack cnildren with an-appropriate

color to matcn themselves with., Asher and Allen (1969)

partically replicated and extended tne Ciarks® work. The
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sub jects were bluck children and white children from Newarlk,
New Jersey who ranged in age from three to eight., The study
revenled thnat tne larse majority of children preferred the
white pupvet and rejected the brown one. Likewlse, Hreabra
and Grant (1970) investigated the racial preferences of
Black children in Lincoln, Nebraska. The investigators
found that the maiority of Black children preferred the
3lack doll and this creference increased with age. They
concluded -that the results implied that Black children were
not white oriented and that they were developing racial pride,
worland and Williams (1976) criticized the
reconren metnod used by Clark because they believed that
cnllidren needed more questions to respond to. As a result
of tnis beliel, thevl

s

developed instruments which gave children
rore criinces to respond to  the same questions thus measuring
cnildren®s positive or negative tendencies toward a certain
race. MNorland's instrument, the Morland FPicture Interview,
attenpted to measure the degfee of racial acceptance and
preference in preschool cnildren, Studies were conducted
tnrouhout the United Stites which revealed that on the
averase about six out of ten of the Black prescnovl subjects
exsressed a1 rreference for light skinned figures, wnile about
three out of ten exvressed a preferenc: for dark skinned
firures. The FPreschool Racial Attitude bkeasure (PRAM),

constructed by williams, measured racial attitudes by

assessinc cnildren's tenden@ies to choose light skinned or
[4A '

1C
<,
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dark skinned figures in response to stories containing
negative or positive evaluative adjectives. FPRAM was used
in studies in iississipcel o Nasnington, D.C., and Winston-
Salem, North Carolina. In most of those studies Black
children displayed a bias toward light skinned figures.,
Forland and Williams concluied that from age three onwards

preschonl cnilldren snow a positive attitude toward and a

oreference for lisnt skinned persons as opposed to dark

‘skinred percons., They found that the positive attitude
J L

preference for lisht skinned persons was evident in both
winite and Slack caildren but it was less pronounced in the

latter,

—
3

411 of these studies, the researchers used
a force-cncice rrocedure tnerefore the subjects were forced
to choose a stimulus (doll, vuppet, picture) which was
revresent.tive of either Black people or white people. Even
when rooearchers attompred to modify the research metnod,
the orocedure still diz not consider what the responses
mesrth, It was difficult to determine what the children
were regnonding to ardd what motivational factors influenced
those responces, Can we assume that beciuse Black children
might choose a wnite doll that would also choose a whlte
friend to play with? Josr tnis mean Lot Bluck cnildren
renerally prefer white playmates? 5 1t possible that

Elack ~hildren choone white puprets, dolls, and photosrzphs
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because they are more famlliar? row often are dlack
cnildren exposed to slack dolls and puprets? Can we
further assume that'because Black children tend to respond
in the manner that society expects them to by choosing white
dolls over Black ones that tﬁey view themselves as inferior?
Cn the basis of the data tnat most social scientists hazve
introduced, it is not vossible to answer any of these
jquerstions.

Research like this does not'look at Black
children as individuals who live in an environmen® which
iz influenced by many factors, in addition to the obvious
ones. It is obvious tnat zlack children live in an
environment tnat is racist, oppregsive. and discriminatorys;
however, 1t is not %0 obvious how Zlack cnlldren to adupt
and live in trnat environment, Black children did not learn
to live and ourvive in this society by hating themselves or
by believelin:; tnat white peovle are superlor. We cannot
determine now slack cnildren feel about tnemcelves by looking
2t them in an unnatural situation, The research snould be
Adesirmed so that the exzminer can f{ind out how Bluck children
feel about themselve: in various situations. Children chould
ve nbserved in natural ottings-hcomne,combmur . ty, and school,.
21zed on observations and interactions with cnildren in thneir
natur:l settines, can we zay that racial attitudes and

preforences exclaing tne sell concept of vlick cnlldren?
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It is our bpelief that force-choice research
encour.ies and promoteg racist tendencies in young children,
1t forces children *o focus their attention on racial
differences and charzcteristics in people, Children are
forced to choose someone who 1s :2ood or bad based on the
skin color of that person, It is possible that it did not
occur to the child that some people could be labelled as
cood or bad bised cn skin color until they experienced this
force-choice situation.

Analy-is of Research in a Sociopplitical Context

On the basis of the resezrch findings we
ran conclude that crnildren develop an early awareness of
racial Aifferences, usually between the ages of two and a
nalf and taree. sost crnildren tend to nave a preference
for ¢#.ir ckinned peorle; however, tnis tendency appears to
he less evident in slack children, There is also some
evidence tnat black cnildren .ften misidentify themselves
wnen tney are asked to cnoose the stimuli (dolls, puppets,
photo.sraphs) winlch looks most like them, It has bueen argued
tnnt 2liek cnildren have difficulty identifying tnemselves
pechuse they do not like themselves; they do not like bein«
3lack; and they feel inferior because they are BElack. The
maior juestion that we must consider ist "what does tnis
mean?” "ANhat does this sy about Black children's s¢l{ concent?”
It is our belicof tnit tacoe studies say very little, "o

understand Black children we muost besin to look at them in
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thelr imﬁediate environment, zs well as in the larger soclety
which is greatly permzated with prejudice, discrrimination,
and racial segregation. wWe cannot continue to assume that
Black cnildren's total personzlity and self concept is
dete.mined by interactions with white Americans. To further
explain our belief we will disciss family and community
influences on the development of racial attitudes and self
concevt in Elack children.

g Most Slack children live in communities which
have attempted to counteract the effects of racism, Contrary
to public belief, historical accounts of Blacks in America
show that 2lack peonle have a history of teuiching pride and
self respect to their caildren, They never accepted their
servitude nor the view that whites haa of them, This was
Aeionetratos tarow; noinsurrections, murders of trnelr unasters,
protests movements throuZiocut history, and the development
6f a Jdistictive Blazck culture. Black people were never tne.
cnrefres, contented individuals that society would like us
to belicve they were, Foulssant (1977) sugiested that the
“sambo” lmagse of docility was a survival mech:anism, Under-
neath it existed tne bluck person’s own definition of tnem-
selves-their cnurch, taeir music, their literature, =nd their
wnole life style-which his reflected a love of s«lf. Con-
giderine the zrim cirscumstance from which it emer:ed, it is

difficult tor wnites to understand it. Blacks hzve strug-led

16
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nard to show their cnildren that the white view of trnem as
inferior is incorrect as well as immoral. Another factor
which hcléed Elacks sustzin 2 positive self concept was
their f2ith in the future- a belief that better times were
coming.,

ﬁashington (1977) further proposed that through humane
develovment, the total functioning of an individual in a
complex world where emotional realities are keyed to not
only survival but to normal growth and development, bBlack
people w2re able to develop a moral-emotional position which
4ids in tne transcendeance of opopressions and permits the
individual to fasnicon an emotional world inwhich to live
(p. 13). He also indicates that the key element for thls
numzness among sluck peoole is love, Parents give love to
thelr cniidxen uncondition2ily, it is part of the acceptance
and inclusiveness wnich characterizes tne Black family and
cormunity. Likewise, the Elack family teaches their children
a cense of belonsing, a sense of purpose, a sense of vride,
.nd a sense of willinegness to work., Black parents do
provide ftneir cnildren with the love, protection, =znd emotional
support that tney nead in order to feel rood about themselves.
In addition, zZlitck piarents have attempted to provide their
children with some lnowledre of the larser society and how
to mope with neins a member of a minority fgroupe.

tlack children also learn how to nlay a variety

of diftercnt roles Aerendins on the situation and the

5 Ly
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environment,

inany children growing up in the slack community

Jearn a certain xind of mental toughness. They

learn survival skills., They know how to jive

the school princival, and they show a lot of

psychological cleverness and originality in the

particular style they emerge with, They learn

how to deal witn the credit man, the teacher in

the school....But most institutions have not

learned to apprecizte and capitalize upon this

particular style (w#hite, 1970).
It i35 apparent that the Black family and community does
provide an environment that would foster the development
of a positive view of self, In the future, rese:rch on
Ylack children must consider this environment-=the home
and comrunity environment which helps tne Black child
form nis or her values and veliefs. We need to find out
now Black children view themselves in different situations,
home, comnunity, and school, Only when we begin research
which looks at tne total environment of the Black child
can we berin %o better understand him or her. We need to

vrow now SLack cnildren feel about tnemselves and how they

have mun:7:1 to adapt to living in a society wnich is racist.
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